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In my previous two columns, "From the Ground Up" and "Urban Adventuring Made Easy," I 
discussed ways in which a GM could elevate the fun of adventuring in an urban setting. By 
developing a dynamic timeline for the growth of the city, and keeping a set of parameters in 
mind while working, you can design a more realistic physical layout. Further, by continuing to 
think in terms of dynamic timelines, the adventures that you create for the players can have that 
extra pizzazz that makes urban adventuring more enjoyable. 


This time, I'm going to use all of those procedures I described previously to develop a couple of 
locales, to show what is possible. I'm going to come at them from two completely different 
directions. The first one will be a methodical process for developing an important site in a 
growing campaign world (or adventure). The second one will be an example of how to spice up a 
site when you have to do it "on the fly." When I'm done, you should be able to better understand 
how the various points I have raised in the previous two columns interrelate. 


Growing the City 


I want to follow my own advice on this and come up with some means of developing my city 
over time. But before I can even begin this process, I have to answer a few questions concerning 
the parameters of my city. As a refresher for the parameters I detailed before, the three main 
factors I need to figure out are the time period, technology level, and the size. In addition, I 
should determine any other unique or unusual considerations that will play a part in the 
development of my city. 


I've decided for this example to create a bronze-age village that subsists on fishing on the banks 
of a small lake in a mildly tropical region. Already, I've defined just about everything I need to: 
time period and technology level (bronze-age), size (small), and a few other factors (fishing, 
tropical climate). To elaborate further, the terrain is hilly, but with very little vegetation other 
than what grows along the shore of the lake and the river that feeds it. And, just to add a twist, 
my villagers exist in a magocracy society in that they are led by a powerful shaman. 


Now that I know pretty clearly what I'm creating, it's time to create a very quick and simple map 
showing topography, and then I will create updates that show how settlers came to this city. For 
the sake of brevity, I only did two maps. The first one shows what the topography was like when 
the place was first developed. In this case, it's not really anything more than a conjunction of two 
streams that filled a small low spot to form a pond. 
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I decided, once I drew out my contour lines (a very simplistic creation just for the sake of 
example) that this place was long considered both a valuable resource and a meeting place of 
social significance. Once the roaming tribes who settled this land first found it, they began to 
gather here regularly to trade, share information, and so on. They quickly figured out that they 
could get more water during the dry months if they stopped up the outflowing river (to the south) 
a little bit, and eventually, they constructed a small dam. Once the pond became a larger lake 
(with a small island in the middle of it), someone had the bright idea to stay there full time, and 
thus the village was born. 
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Since there is so little vegetation, the only means of constructing permanent dwellings would be 
with mud bricks, and that's just what the villagers did. They lined the shore of the lake with their 
meager homes, they constructed a small watch tower on top of the hill to watch for the roving 
raiders who sometimes attacked them from the south, and they built a larger home/temple for the 
shaman to live in on the island. They actually had to drag quarried stone from the hills to the 
north and drop them into the water to create a stepping-stone bridge to get to the island. 


All of this I came up with nothing more than my criteria and the beginnings of a map. If I were 
to continue with this line of reasoning, I might decide that the villagers eventually make their 
dam higher, thus filling up more of the valley (but losing their island in the process . . . or maybe 
not; maybe the shaman's magic is sufficient to create a "hole" in the water so that his island is 
down inside it). As the population grows, the inhabitants are forced to construct their homes 
higher and higher up the hillside, allowing the growing lake to cover over their old ones (and 
perhaps leaving something for archeologists to discover centuries later . . . I could be designing 
this city as a ruin to be explored in a more modem setting). A larger number and greater variety 
of craftsmen appear on the scene, bringing more talents and goods for the people of the village to 
use. 


Eventually, the population center becomes large enough that trade becomes varied enough to 
bring some unusual or particularly valuable things to the village. For example, wood is very 
scarce here, but it would be a wonderful resource for making boats to take out onto the lake for 
additional fishing. Perhaps the villagers begin to trade for wood in exchange for their fish. 


Of course, I could also bring some disaster along, just to shake things up a bit. I might decide 
that a really fierce storm (the 500-year kind) floods the hills and sends a torrent of water raging 
down the rivers. This flooding ruins a bunch of homes and washes out the dam. The villagers 
must rebuild their way of life, and perhaps the fishing is terrible for a couple of seasons 
afterward, and the population shrinks considerably for a while. But then again, maybe the 
villagers discover the remnants of the very first settlers, which had been sitting on the bottom of 
their lake all these years, and they consider them holy relics. 


Populating the City 


As a second example, I'm going to assume that I am running a space-travel campaign, and my 
players have taken an unexpected detour from what my planned adventure was supposed to be. 
Instead of taking the three weeks of game time traveling to the military base I spent the whole 
week between playing sessions creating, they've decided they need to stop off at an asteroid 
mining colony for some supplies, medical help, and a day or two of down time. I decide to call a 
quick break, then sit down to feverishly build my mining colony. I obviously don't need every 
detail worked out, but I want enough stuff going on here that it will feel like they're visiting a 
lively, dynamic place. 


I'll skip the particulars of drawing up a map this time, assuming that the mining colony was built 
out of modular materials. I do up a couple of weird, geometric shapes (hexagons come to mind) 
and quickly divide the place into sections: living and recreation areas, space dock/landing pads, 
the mine itself, the command center, and so forth. Now that I sort of know the layout of my 
mining colony, I want to populate it. 
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Remember, I am just taking a fifteen minute break during the middle of my gaming session, so I 
don't have a lot of time to sit around and develop character stats, etc. But what I do have is... 
the internet! I jump onto an online yellow pages service and browse the main categories. Very 
quickly, I convert some of the modern-day services into mine-colony-appropriate concepts. 


For Automotive, I can pretty much do a one-for-one conversion to ships (repair and service, fuel, 
rental, etc.). 


For Community, I see more stuff that can translate directly (crime prevention, emergency 
services, government, library, utilities). All of these things should be represented in some way. 


Next I see Education. Well, sure. The children of the people who are living on this colony need a 
school for their kids. There's probably not anything beyond primary education, though, for if 
someone wants to go to college or a trade school, they'd head off-world. 


Under Entertainment and Arts, I see lots of stuff. Living in a mining colony must get pretty 
boring without lots of entertainment. I immediately pull out bars and clubs, probably a hi-tech 
theater (not everyone can afford a home surround-sound theater on a miner's salary, plus the 
homes are really small), and maybe even a red-light district. 


Under Food and Dining, I come up with the typical restaurants (I'm thinking more like the food 
court at the mall than a lot of sit-down and be waited on places), plus a couple of grocery stores, 
and maybe a common soup kitchen/mess hall facility for breaks over at the mine. 


Health and Medicine leads me to doctors and surgeons, plus a pharmacy (maybe it's all in one 
place). There's also fitness, such as exercise gyms and futuristic racquetball courts. 


Home and Garden . . . let's see . . . well, people living on the mining colony would want to spend 
their salaries just like everyone else. So why not have a general store that has a lot of the kinds of 
goods listed here? The miners and their families would maybe want new furniture, dishes, and 
other items of décor, and I also see construction (the mine is growing), pest control, and cleaning 
services. All of these things could be offered to the citizens. 


For Legal and Financial, all I think I really need is a bank or two, but then I see bail bonds, law 
firms, and accounting. I imagine there's some of this offered, too. 


Under Professional Services, I see dating services. I don't want this, but it makes me think of 
some sort of sponsored activities for the people who live there. (You know, "Hi, I'm Julie, your 
cruise director. We'll be having shuffleboard on the C deck after lunch, and a museum and art 
exhibit ship is visiting for the next two weeks.") I also see News and Media, and I definitely 
want an outlet for information (see below). 


Just about everything that pops up under Personal Care should be available (from barber/beauty 
salons to tattoo parlors). 


Real Estate isn't going to be too big, because I am imagining government housing here, but it 
does remind me to make a note in the government section to have an official housing authority as 
part of the offices. 


I think I already covered the stuff I see in Recreation and Sport when I decided to include gyms 
from before. Ditto for retail shopping (my general store won't have a large variety of any one 
thing, but it will have a little bit of everything). 
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That just leaves Travel and Transportation, and from that I want to include hotels, mass transit 
systems, taxis, and something akin to a ticket agency at the spaceport, for people who travel on 
commercial lines. 


So I've made my list. I know I can't take the time to detail all of this out, but just by making the 
list in the first place, I've managed to get a better idea in my head what all's here, and I can 
further refine my map a little bit (here's a big shopping mall/food court, over here's the medical 
center, this section has lots of pubs and taverns, plus that special "back room" for illicit stuff, and 
over here. . .). 


The next thing I want to do is make this mining colony actually live. I intend to have three or 
four different "stories" going on while my players’ characters are there, to give them something 
to hear about as they enjoy their visit. If they decide to get involved in one or more of them, 
great. I can flesh out the details a little more.I pull up my favorite news web page and scan the 
headlines. I try to focus on local or isolated events that are in the news, rather than the big global 
headline grabbers. 


The first thing I notice is a story about a missing child. That's an easy one. One of the miners' 
children hasn't been seen for a while, and there's a general alert going on. In fact, no ships are 
allowed to leave without a thorough inspection of cargo to make sure the kid didn't get abducted 
(I think to myself that, if it comes to it, the kid is just hiding because he got a bad grade at 
school). 


Then there's a story about a man who hijacked a postal truck. With a little adjustment, I can see it 
becoming a disgruntled mine worker who has hijacked some mine equipment. I'll have to decide 
how the stand-off ends, assuming it plays out before my characters depart. 


The next story is about some inclement weather disrupting flights in London. I simply change it 
to become some sort of particle storm shutting down the spaceport on the colony for a day or so. 
Right after the characters arrive. 


That's three good stories for the moment. I top them off with some local sports team (something 
like intramural, I'm thinking) scores, and maybe throw a broader range of professional sports 
news (an athlete holds out for a bigger contract, a local daughter makes the national team, etc.). I 
can simply have the characters hear about this information while they're getting a bite to eat, 
standing in line for the proper paperwork, or whatever, or I can actually turn them into 
adventures. Either way, there's stuff going on here. 


Now I'm ready. I call my players back to the table, and we can continue. I've got the skeletal 
beginnings of a living, breathing mining colony at my fingertips, and it really only took me about 
fifteen to twenty minutes to pull this information together. And, just in case the players start to 
have so much fun that they end of sticking around this place for several gaming sessions, I start 
making notes about what I'm telling them, so I can go back later and refine my map and listings, 
develop some character statistics for important people, and figure out where all my news stories 
are going. 


I hope these two examples of developing urban adventuring give you some ideas on how to 
approach developing your own cities (or mining colonies, or whatever) in your campaign. These 
certainly aren't the only approaches; you might find some other method you like better. The point 
is, take the time to make your cities more than just a resupply depot. 
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